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nature 


By Mary L. Armitt. 

"Mature perplexes man constantly by ber secrets. 

Sn life Is hers ; process after process goes forward 
silently, unceasingly, mostly unwot of. Far down as gross 
eve will permit do we follow her in the scale of httleness 
further still by magnifiers, till we come again to t ^ e °u 
we cannot pass. Even where eyes are sufficient foi their ta 
there are questions we cannot answer, difficulties we cannot 

solve. . 

Here, now, are some that meet us as we stroll along 

fell-side slope. The slope is sparsely wooded with oak, and 
spruce, and ash ; and below it, following the trend of the lull, 
runs the quiet road between unmortared walls. A magical 
spring morning is this. The remnant of refreshing rain is 
seen in the rising mist, through which the distant lake shines 
as a silver shield. Heat is again to be the order of the day. 
And such is the effect of heat and moisture combined that 
the oak boughs, on which the tree-pipit yesterday, as now, 
expressed his joy, appear to have budded magically green 
in the one night between. Fresh primrose flowers shine in 
the grass. 

About the tree-pipit, now hurrying through his notes in 
slipshod fashion on the bough, we desire to know more than 
we do know. He has but lately arrived from foreign parts. 
Has his mate come too r Why does he sing so carelessly 
and lazily as he perches, when that rush of wing and song 
combined — the perfection of rhythmical motion — is his at 
will r Is it that she has not come ? and is it only the fire of 
desire in his tiny feathered form that can bring him, swinging 
and singing, down to where she waits, low in the sweet 
grass and flowers of Mother Earth’s lap? Will love round to 
perfection his song ? 

Again, there is the redstart,— discovered, as frequently 
happens, by his voice. He is there, on the very tip-top spike 
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Of a great spruce fir that grows lower down the slope, and 
therefore in clear sight, though naturally invisible from the 
road immediately beneath the tree. Rather awkward must 
t us perpendicular rod be to stick to, but no perch less 
e evated will suit his present temper, when he is bent on 
singing down another redstart, whose voice is to be heard 
at a distance. There is truly a wonderful world spread around 
and below him : dark spruce boughs as an inner circle, fresh 
green foliage and flowers beyond, and beyond these again 
mountain and mist, gleaming lake and sunshine; but it is 
doubtful if he regards much these things, except as the 
sunshine and moisture hatch out insects pleasant to him. 
He has been here near a fortnight now, and still no gentle 
hen of his tribe with whom he may mate has been seen. He 
grows impatient. Everything is ready for her— his eager 
self, food in abundance for the family he aspires to have, and 
nesting holes by the dozen in the wall just below. He will 
sing loud that she may not pass him by, nor (horrid thought ! ) 
be decoyed by that rascal redstart singing over yonder. So, 
louder and oftener he sings, and varies his song to beat his 
rival. He is weary of waiting, like Tennyson’s Marianne; 
only, quite clearly, he does not wish he were dead. There 
seems little melancholy in Nature outside man. 

Now, there is a mystery about our gorgeous redstart. 
How, and when exactly, did he come ? Suddenly, he was 
here one morning, his skulking presence betrayed by his 
voice. He was alone; but that same morning, dozens of male 
redstarts, also alone, were to be found scattered over the 
country-side, at tolerably even distances, near the nesting 
station of the previous year. Redstarts are very abundant with 
us — fostered, I believe, by the safe breeding holes they find in 
our unmortared masonry. I can pass seven or eight redstart 
locations in a short walk of three miles, and in more than one 
direction. A bird census is a dangerous matter to hazard, 
and the particular centre in question may be a fa\ cured one , 
but if we put the estimate low, — lower than I belie\ t it to 
be — viz., six redstarts for every square mile, some 2,500 ma e 
redstarts must spread over the lake district in some o t e 
nights of early April. We say nights because we ' llcnv 
nothing of their coming. Who sees them come r at 
track up the valleys do they take r Are they togtt er as a 

E6 

VOL. VI. — NO. 6. 





OF NATURE 


418 1 

TTTirTnrthevscatter evenly, solitarily, jealously 

b *" d *° >’ e nd as separate holders of it ( Like a veritable an^ 
T aders do they come, parcelling out the land among 
t°hem And surely, could we catch their flight at dawn, when 
, /' nn ravs shoot through their spread flame-like pinions, 
hey would seem as a living cloud of fire 1 Yet of this wonder- 
ful invasion we are in total ignorance till it has taken place. 

\t our feet is another of the queries of Nature. Upon this 
rocky mound, rising above the undulations of the grass, grow 
many flowers of the scarce mountain everlasting. The little 
mound is starred thickly with them. Forty-seven short 
upright spikes of “ cat’s-ear ” are there, each erected from 
its low bunch of woolly leaves. And they are all of one 
kind ; that is to say, since the Antennaria dioica, like some 
other species, divides its organs of reproduction and bears 
them upon different flowers, all these spikes are male or 
staminate ones. Now each one of the forty-seven spikes 
holds several heads of flowers on the top of its downy stalk, 
and each head, being composite, bears a good many flowers — 
a dozen or more together. One sees with a glass the tiny 
silver-white petal of “everlasting” tissue within the long 
hair-like calyx, and out from each of these fairy tubes is 
pushed, one after the other, the brown bunches of stamens 
that produce the fructifying pollen. Countless little flowers, all 
about one business ! to make the dust that shall fertilize the 
pistil and swell it for seed, so that when the natural term of 
years is numbered for these plants, a fresh generation shall 
succeed them. But where are the pistils without which this 
pollen-dust is useless : Nowhere can a good search over 

adjacent ground discover a female, or pistillate plant. What 
then can these male ones do ? They cannot sing for mates 
like the birds, or wing their way to find them. Wait they 
must, rooted to the rock. Perhaps a breeze, carrying with it 
t e precious life-producing dust they thrust out, may drop it, 
perchance, on some far-growing pistil of their kind. Or an 
msect rushing them lightly, may find the goal they cannot 
seek themselves. Or is this all for nought ? in vain ? only a 
portion of the vast energy of nature unapplied ? 
mv t - SeCre ^ 18 Nature ’ s i and , though its method may be 
existence 18 ° US ’ mounta ^ n everlasting maintains its 
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Notes of an Address given at the House of Education, Ambleside by 
Dorothea Beale, Principal of the Cheltenham Ladies' College. ' ' 

How often we hear it said, I do not want my daughter to 
learn Geometry. I do not see what use it will be to her ' 

Ah what do we mean by use ? Do we call useful things 
that which ministers to our bodily organisation, and deny 
the usefulness of that which gives only ideas, which energises 
the soul, as gymnastics and mountain climbing strengthen 
the body ? We must, if we would make our children brave 
and strong, encourage them to climb with us into the Kosmos 
of ideas. Read that beautiful myth of Plato in the Phoedrus 
on the procession of the gods up to the heaven, which is 
above the heavens, where “there abides the very being 
with which true knowledge is concerned : the colourless, 
formless, intangible essence, visible only to mind, the pilot 
of the soul. The Divine intelligence, being nurtured upon 
pure knowledge, rejoices at gazing upon truth, is replenished 
and made glad. She beholds justice, and temperance, and 
knowledge absolute, not in the form of generation or of 
relation, which men call existence, but knowledge absolute/ 1 
“ I his seems very poetical/’ you will say, “but is not 
Euclid prosaic ? Where is the grand prospect that you 
speak of? Can it be viewed from the Ass’s bridge ? ” 

Do you see any grand prospect as you start in the early 
morning mist and make the first mile or two, with your face 
to the mountain side r No ! but you are going on towards 
the summit : you have taken a new direction, and every step 
you take will bring you into a clearer atmosphere, into a 
sunshine more penetrating ; the region of your vision will 
enlarge, and your energy will be developed by exercise, and 
by a sense of your having accomplished something, and the 
hope of seeing more. 

So to study Geometry is to enter on a new path, and we 
do not see at first whither it leads. It leads us upwards to 


